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Johnson: Henry Bradley Plant and Florida

HENRY BRADLEY PLANT AND FLORIDA
by D UDLEY S. J OHNSON
for developers during the
last quarter of the nineteenth century. Lumbermen were at
work in the northern part of the state; the citrus industry was in
its infancy; phosphate mining was just beginning; and northern
vacationers and some invalids were discovering the restorative
powers of Florida’s climate. Railroads were needed to serve and
to further develop these diverse interests. Many men dreamed of
building a network of rails in the state, and some began the project. Most failed, although a few succeeded. Henry Bradley Plant
was one of the more successful. He constructed railroads, hotels,
and steamship lines, and in the process served the various business
enterprises in the state while earning a respectable profit for himself.
Plant was born in Branford, Connecticut, in 1819. At an
early age he entered the employ of a steamship company, and
within a short time he was put in charge of all the company’s
express business. He took a short leave of absence in the summer
of 1853, and carried his wife to Florida for her health. The next
year the Adams Express Company, which had undergone several
mergers, established a southern division and made Plant superintendent with headquarters in Augusta, Georgia. 1 Plant established residence in Georgia, and for the rest of his life he was intimately connected with southern investment and development.
Officials of the Adams Express Company, wary of the impending conflict between the North and the South and hoping to retain
LORIDA WAS A FERTILE FIELD

1. G. Hutchinson Smyth, The Life of Henry Bradley Plant (New
York, 1898), 42-53; Lafayette McLaws, “Henry Bradley Plant,”
Federal Writers Project, unpublished mss., 1. (typed copy in P. K.
Yonge Library of Florida History, Gainesville, Florida); Franklin Q.
Brown to A. J. Hanna, January 24, 1938, mss. collection, box 6,
P. K. Yonge Library of Florida History; New York Times, June 24,
1899; Alexander L. Stimson, History of the Express Business: Including the Origin of the Railway System in America, And the Relations
of Both to the Increase of New Settlements, and the Prosperity of
the Cities in the United States (New York, 1881), 57; Alvin F.
Harlow, Old Waybills: The Romance of the Express Companies
(New York, 1934), 66-67.
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company assets in case of a civil war, authorized Plant in 1861
to organize the Southern Express Company to be composed of all
stockholders living south of the Potomac and Ohio rivers. Plant
was very successful during the Civil War, and, although loyal to
the North, he was entrusted with the transportation of all Confederate funds. After the war he re-established the disrupted
routes of his company, and extended them into Texas where he
formed the Texas Express Company. He began adding railroads
to his interests, and, in 1879, he purchased a Georgia line, the Atlantic and Gulf, at a foreclosure sale. This road, extending
through the fertile cotton and timber lands lying between Savannah and Bainbridge, connected with Florida lines by an extension from Lawton, Georgia, to Live Oak, Florida. 2 Plant immediately reorganized this road into the Savannah, Florida and
Western Railway Company. He bought a second bankrupt line,
the Savannah and Charleston Railroad, on June 7, 1880, for
$300,200 and reorganized it as the Charleston and Savannah
Railway Company. Associated with Plant in these ventures were
William Cutting, B. F. Newcomer, W. H. Brawley, C. G. Memminger, and A. F. Ravenal. Brawley, Memminger, and Ravenal
were Charleston men and the others were from the North. 3
Plant and his friends acquired stock in other railroad and
steamship lines, and in 1882 they formed the Plant Investment
Company under the laws of Connecticut, in order to manage
these new properties separately from the Southern Express Company and the Savannah, Florida and Western Railway Company. 4
The Plant company eventually controlled railroads, hotels, real
estate, and steamship and telegraph lines. In addition to the above
named men, three wealthy individuals participated in the ventures
of the investment company. They were Henry M. Flagler, a partner of John D. Rockefeller in Standard Oil; Morris Ketchum
Jesup, banker and owner of a railroad supply house; and William

2. Brown to Hanna, January 24, 1938, mss. collection, box 6, P. K.
Yonge Library of Florida History; Smyth, The Life of Henry Bradley
Plant, 54-58; Commercial and Financial Chronicle and Hunt’s Merchant's Magazine, November 8, 1879, 488; December 6, 1879, 608;
Stimson, History of the Express Business, 160.
3. Commercial and Financial Chronicle, June 12, 1880, 625.
4. Brown to Hanna, January 24, 1938, mss. collection, box 6, P. K.
Yonge Library of Florida History.
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Thompson Walters, a commission merchant and heavy investor
in southern railroads. 5
In an interview published in 1884, Colonel Henry S. Haines,
general superintendent for the Plant System, explained the company’s method of operation: “We speak of the Plant Investment
Company-do you know what the Plant Investment Company is?
It is Mr. Plant and his friends who have money, cash, to invest.
When it is decided to do a certain thing, build a piece of road
for instance, they figure out what each is to pay and send in their
checks for the amount. They have no bonds, no indebtedness, no
interest to pay; they build railroads to operate them and not for
bond and stock speculations.” 6
Plant’s first railroad entered Florida at only one point, but he
and his associates made every effort to shorten the time it took
to travel to the North. This was essential since many Florida
vegetables and fruits arrived at their destination unfit for use. To
help remedy this situation, the Plant group incorporated the Waycross and Florida Railroad Company in 1880 to construct a line
from Waycross, Georgia, to the Florida line in the direction of
Jacksonville. The East Florida Railroad Company was incorporated in Florida to build a road. from Jacksonville to a junction
with the Georgia concern and was granted land by the 1881
7
state legislature for this purpose. The two roads were completed
on April 25, 1881, and the route, called the Waycross Short Line
by newspapers and railroad men, considerably shortened train
time between Jacksonville and Savannah. The Savannah, Florida,
and Western operated the Waycross Short Line from the time of
completion to 1884 and then absorbed it. 8
The Plant System’s third entrance into Florida occurred in
the Apalachicola River valley in early April 1883, when a thirtyone mile branch line was completed from Climax, Georgia, just
east of Bainbridge, to Chattahoochee, Florida. 9 This gave the
Savannah, Florida, and Western greater access to freight shipped
5. For biographical information on Flagler, Jesup, and Walters, see
Allen Johnson and Dumas Malone, eds., Dictionary of American
Biography, 22 vols. (New York, 1928-1936), VI, 451-52; X, 6l-62;
XIX, 400-01.
6. Jacksonville Florida Dispatch, January 21, 1884.
7. Laws of Florida (1881), 131-32.
8. Tallahassee Floridian, April 26, 1881; Ralph G. Hill and James
H. Pledger, comps., The Railroads of Florida (Tallahassee, 1939),
A-5.
9. Commercial and Financial Chronicle, April 14, 1883, 427.
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down the Chattahoochee and Flint rivers, and placed it in
direct competition with the Florida Railway and Navigation Company which owned the line extending through northern Florida
from Chattahoochee to Jacksonville. Plant’s road seems to have
been the most aggressive and successful. Much of the traffic
originating in West Florida was shipped over the Georgia line.
This is amply illustrated by the route followed by William Henry
Davison, a civil engineer and Pensacola resident, in February
1886. He was hired to do certain work in the region of the upper
St. Johns River in conjunction with two friends, one of whom
lived in Tallahassee. Davison’s trip to Jacksonville proceeded as
follows: Pensacola to Chattahoochee on the Pensacola and Atlantic Railroad; Chattahoochee to Waycross on Plant’s Savannah,
Florida, and Western; and Waycross to Jacksonville on Plant’s
Waycross Short Line. 10 If Davison had followed the route
through Tallahassee he could have met his friend in that city and
he would have shortened his trip by at least thirty miles.
The Plant System’s three entrances into the state gave it an
advantage that other lines did not have. The eastern route offered fast passenger and freight service; the central connection at
Live Oak dealt mostly in timber and farm products, although some
perishables were shipped over this route; the western entrance
at Chattahoochee secured a large amount of the traffic that came
down the river as well as that from the area west of the river.
Plant was interested in buying old roads and building new
ones. He and his friends chartered the Live Oak and Rowlands
Bluff Railroad Company in 1881 to construct a line from the town
of Live Oak to Rowlands Bluff on the Suwannee River. The
company, capitalized at $100,000, completed the road in 1882. 11
The Live Oak, Tampa, and Charlotte Harbor Railroad Company
was incorporated in 1881 and capitalized at $5,000,000. This
company proposed to construct a line from Rowlands Bluff to
Charlotte Harbor by way of Tampa Bay. 12 It built a five-foot
gauge road to Newnansville, northwest of Gainesville. Work was
10. Diary of William Henry Davison, February 17, 1886, 1, mss. collection, box 25, P. K. Yonge Library of Florida History.
11. Laws of Florida (1881), 145-48; Hill and Pledger, Railroads of
Florida, A-15.
12. Hill and Pledger, Railroads of Florida, A-15; Cedar Key Journal,
quoted in Fernandina Florida Mirror, September 10, 1881; Florida
Senate Journal (1883), “ R e p o r t o f t h e S e c r e t a r y o f S t a t e , 1 8 8 1 1882,” 222.
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halted here because any further construction would compete with
the Florida Southern, formerly the Gainesville, Ocala and Charlotte Harbor Railroad, a company that proposed to build a narrow
gauge railroad from Lake City to Charlotte Harbor with a branch
to Palatka. 13
The South Florida Railroad Company was incorporated in
1879 by Dr. C. C. Haskell, B. R. Swoope, James E. Ingraham,
E. W. Henck, and others. They planned a line from Sanford via
Orlando to the Gulf coast at Charlotte Harbor. Surveys began
on November 10, 1879. Groundbreaking ceremonies were held
on January 10, 1880 with former President Ulysses S. Grant
turning the first spade of dirt. Dr. Haskell was able to interest
the owners of the Boston Herald, which included his brother,
E. B. Haskell, a Mr. Halsted, and R. M. Pulsifer, in the company. These men provided most of the capital needed for construction and the route was opened from Sanford to Orlando on
December 1, 1880. 14 Construction continued and the road was
completed to Kissimmee in March 1882. It was at this time that
Plant first indicated an interest in the line.
James E. Ingraham, president of the South Florida, was associated with Henry Sanford in the production of oranges near
Sanford, Florida. General Sanford was also associated with Plant
as a director of the Savannah, Florida and Western and as a stockholder in the Adams Express Company. Just prior to the opening
of the road between Orlando and Kissimmee in early 1882,
Ingraham and Sanford were strolling along Bay Street in Jacksonville when they happened to meet Plant. Sanford introduced the
two men, and Plant was invited to join the official party making
the first trip over the new line. Plant, who had recently purchased the steamer Henry B. Plant to operate on the St. Johns
River between Jacksonville and Sanford, was interested in making
a connection with the railroad at the upper port. He accepted
the invitation and asked if his wife and several associates could
also make the trip. As the train moved through the Florida pinewoods, Plant and Ingraham discussed the possibility of extend13. Laws of Florida (1879), 119-80; George W. Pettengill, Jr., The
Story of Florida Railroads 1834-1903, Railway and Locomotive Historical Society Bulletin No. 86 (Boston, 1952), 120; Florida Senate
Journal (1883), “Report of the Secretary of State, 1881-1882,” 224.
14. The South Florida Railroad Company (New York, 1887?), 16,
pamphlet in P. K. Yonge Library of Florida History.
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ing the road to Tampa and connecting it with a steamship line
that would reach Key West and Havana. Eventually the Plant
Investment Company purchased three-fifths of the stock of the
South Florida Railroad Company. 15
The Jacksonville, Tampa and Key West Railroad was incorporated in 1878 to construct a line from Jacksonville to Tampa. 16
The company was unable to raise the funds to complete the Kissimmee to Tampa branch and its land grant was due to expire in
January 1884. Alfred H. Parslow, a company official, negotiated
a sale of rights and land grants to this section to Plant’s South
Florida Railroad for $30,000. 17 Deeds were transferred in June
1883, just seven months before the grant was due to expire. No
one but Plant and his friends expected the South Florida Railroad to be able to complete the road to Tampa in time to save
the land grant.
Construction was commenced at both ends of the route. Rails
and supplies were sent up the St. Johns River to Sanford and from
there were carried to end of track. Other supplies and equipment,
even a locomotive, were dispatched by water to Tampa and work
began at that point. Feverish activity ensued with all available
contractors and laborers used to speed the work. End of track
became Plant City, the second largest town in Hillsborough County. Construction proceeded rapidly, and on January 22, 1884,
three days before the grant expired, the rails of the South Florida
met thirty-eight miles east of Tampa, near the present city of
Lakeland. Appropriate ceremonies were held a short time later
with Governor William Bloxham and his entire cabinet present. 18
The inhabitants of the Tampa Bay area had desperately wanted the railroad. They had anticipated spectacular growth with the
completion of the track, and they were not disappointed. Prior
to construction, Tampa had a population of 700; seven years after
the road was completed the population had increased to approximately 7,000. 19
15. F. H. Glover, “Henry B. Plant - Genius of the West Coast,” Suniland, I (February 1925), 36-37.
16. Hill and Pledger, Railroads of Florida, A-12.
17. Ernest L. Robinson, History of Hillsborough County, Florida (St.
Augustine, 1928), 56-57; Tampa Tribune, October 22, 1961.
18. Robinson, History of Hillsborough County, 57-58; Tampa Tribune,
October 22, 1961; Glover, “Henry B. Plant,” 38; Jacksonville Florida
Times-Union, January 24, 30, 1884; Tallahassee Weekly Floridian,
February 5, 1885.
19. Glover, “Henry B. Plant,” 38; Tampa Tribune, October 22, 1961.
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The Plant Investment Company continued to play a major
role in the development of the region. The railroad was built
on to Port Tampa where a wharf, large enough to berth twentysix ships at once, was built. Ample loading facilities were provided, and within a few years Port Tampa was the busiest
phosphate port in the world and more tobacco was imported
through this harbor than any other place in the country. Plant
established a steamship line to Key West and Havana, and he
secured the mail contract from Tampa to those points which
insured bi-weekly sailings. A branch of the railroad was extended
to Pemberton’s Ferry and another to Bartow. Connections were
made at these points with the Florida Southern which had constructed its line to Pemberton’s Ferry. This company then suspended construction between the above point and Bartow so as
not to compete with the South Florida. However, the Florida
Southern immediately commenced construction at the latter city
on a route to Charlotte Harbor. These various routes gave Plant
a monopoly on the railroads on the West coast of Florida. After
converting the South Florida to standard-gauge in 1886, his system had an even greater advantage: it was now possible to send
a Pullman all the way from New York to Tampa, eliminating the
necessity for changing trains. 20
Tourism increased in Central Florida after completion of the
South Florida Railroad. Orlando became known as a health resort
for persons suffering from rheumatism, asthma, and lung ailments. When tourists complained of the poor accommodations in
Tampa, Plant decided to construct a hotel. Jerry T. Anderson
owned a two-story hotel on Water Street called the H. B. Plant,
but this was not the elaborate structure needed to attract wealthy
visitors from the North. Plant had plans drawn for a lavish 300room hotel building. The cornerstone was laid on July 26, 1888,
and construction commenced immediately. It took three years
to complete. Plant and his second wife went abroad to select the
furnishings and decorations. Estimates of the cost of the hotel
vary from $1,500,000 to $4,000,000. 21 The cost may have
20. The South Florida Railroad Company, 16; Glover, “Henry B. Plant,”
39.
21. Brown to Hanna, January 24, 1938, mss. collection, box 6, P. K.
Yonge Library of Florida History; Glover, ‘‘Henry B. Plant,” 38-39;
Robinson, History of Hillsborough County, 58; Tampa Tribune,
October 22, 1961; The South Florida Railroad Company, 16; Karl H.
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seemed excessive, but Florida gained an enormous amount of free
publicity, and many northern investors were attracted to the state.
The Tampa Bay Hotel opened February 5, 1891, with elaborate
ceremonies similar to those conducted by Henry Morrison Flagler
when the Ponce de Leon Hotel opened in St. Augustine. Special
trains carried the guests, which included Flagler and other noted
persons, into Tampa. For many years tourists visited Florida’s
West coast just to stay in this “Palace in the Wilderness.” 22
Plant’s officials, through their activities and business interests,
were aware of the growing tensions in Cuba during the 1890s.
Franklin Q. Brown, one of Plant’s associates, visited the island
in 1897, and upon his return was invited to the White House
to discuss his views with President McKinley. Brown played a
major role in the decision to make Tampa the port of embarkation
during the Spanish-American War. 23 The war brought added
prosperity to the Tampa Bay area and to Plant’s interests throughout Florida and the South. The Tampa Bay Hotel was used as a
headquarters by the army, and Theodore Roosevelt supposedly
drilled his Rough Riders on the hotel’s grounds. War correspondents and artists filed dispatches from the city. 24
Other Plant hotels included an elaborate structure on the
waterfront at Belleair north of St. Petersburg, which was completed in 1897. It reputedly served more railroad and corporation
presidents in its day than any other hotel in America. 25 Plant
bought the Ocala House in Ocala in 1896, Hotel Kissimmee
in Kissimmee, Seminole Hotel in Winter Park, the Inn in Port
Tampa, and hotels in Fort Myers and Punta Gorda. 26
Although Plant constructed hotels and established steamship
lines, he and his associates continued to invest in those railroads
which they considered an asset to their company. The Gainesville, Ocala and Charlotte Harbor Railroad was chartered in
1879 to build a line from Lake City to Charlotte Harbor with
Grismer, A History of the City of Tampa and the Tampa Bay Region
of Florida (St. Petersburg, 1950), 179.
2 2 . Glover, ‘‘Henry B. Plant,” 39; Tampa Tribune, October 22, 1961.
23. Brown to Hanna, January 24, 1938, mss. collection, box 6, P. K.
Yonge Library of Florida History.
2 4 . Ibid.; Tampa Tribune, October 22, 1961.
25. St. Petersburg Times, January 29, 1964.
26. S m y t h , T h e L i f e o f H e n r y B r a d l e y P l a n t , 8 8 ; J o h n C . B l o c k e r ,
“Henry Bradley Plant,” Papers: The Jacksonville Historical Society,
II (1949), 69-70.
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a branch to Palatka. The company began construction in 1881,
and the name of the corporation was changed to the Florida
Southern Railroad Company. By the end of the year the branch
line between Palatka and Gainesville was completed, and some
work had been done on the main line south in the direction of
Ocala. The road to Lake City was not constructed until the
citizens of the town secured a court order forcing the company
to carry out the provisions of its charter. The Plant System then
constructed a line from a point near Fort White to Lake City. 27
It is impossible to determine the exact nature of the interest the
Plant group had in the Florida Southern at that time. Plant
bought an interest in the road bed in 1883, but he does not
appear to have had the strongest voice in the management of the
company. 28 But Plant’s railroads and the Florida Southern never
competed with each other.
The Florida Southern continued to build its road down the
peninsula at a rapid rate. By the middle of August 1885, the
line had connected with the South Florida Railroad at Pemberton’s Ferry. The officials intended to terminate the road there;
but, when the citizens of Brooksville raised $20,000 for the
railroad, company officials reconsidered and constructed a line
to that community. The Florida Southern, in accordance with
the agreement with Plant not to compete with the South Florida,
then moved its operations to Bartow. Construction on the branch
to Charlotte Harbor began, and it was finished in record time. 29
The business decline in the late 1880s caused the failure of
Florida Southern. The Jacksonville, Tampa and Key West Railroad Company, having purchased over nine-tenths of Florida
Southern’s bonds, announced in November 1888, plans to take
over operation on January 1, 1889. The Florida Southern could
retain its own identity and select its own president, but company
policy would be determined by Jacksonville, Tampa and Key
West officials. Conditions became worse and a receiver was appointed for the Florida Southern on March 18, 1890. Final
27. Laws of Florida (1879), 119-20; Tampa Sunland Tribune, quoted
in Fernandina Florida Mirror, September 10, 1881; Gainesville
Weekly Bee, December 8, 1883; Pettengill, Story of Florida Railroads, 67.
28. Gainesville Weekly Bee, December 8, 1883.
29. Commercial and Financial Chronicle, August 22, 1885, 215; Pettengill, Story of Florida Railroads, 73.
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decrees of foreclosure were issued in 1891, and a public sale was
set for March 7, 1892. The Jacksonville, Tampa and Key West
purchased the 307-mile network at the sale, and two years later
resold it to the Plant System. 30
The Jacksonville, Tampa and Key West Company, after selling
Plant the rights and land grants between Kissimmee and Tampa
in 1883, constructed a line from Jacksonville to Palatka the next
year. 31 The section between Palatka and Sanford was opened in
1886. The company then purchased a line of steamers operating
on the Halifax River, and, in order to connect them to the mainline, leased the Atlantic Coast, St. Johns and Indian River Railroad, extending from Enterprise to Titusville. In addition, the
Jacksonville, Tampa and Key West constructed a six-mile branch
from Deland to Deland Landing and a twenty-nine mile railroad,
the Sanford and Lake Eustis, between Sanford and Tavares.
Connections were made with several log roads along the route
which served as feeders to the larger system. The company, after
leasing the Atlantic Coast, St. Johns and Indian River for four
years, purchased it in 1890. 32 It sold the Sanford and Lake
Eustis under foreclosure during the same year to the Plant
System.
The Jacksonville, Tampa and Key West should have been a
success. Its route followed the St. Johns River, and, although the
company was in direct competition with river traffic, it could
offer faster service than the steamboats. It also had connections
in Jacksonville with all the rail and steamship lines to the North.
For several years the company appeared to be prosperous. Then
it became involved in legal action and a receiver was appointed
in 1893. The depression of the 1890s, plus severe freezes, led
to a worsening financial condition. The courts ordered the line
sold in January 1894, but because of the unstable money market
no buyers appeared. The road was offered for sale a number of
times. Finally, in 1899, the Plant System purchased the main
line and merged it into a new company, the Jacksonville and
St. Johns River Railway Company, which then became part of the
30.

Commercial and Financial Chronicle, November 3, 1888, 531; December 19, 1891, 922; October 27, 1894, 738.
31. Pleasant Daniel Gold, History of Duval County, Florida (St. Augustine, 1928), 180.
32. Commercial and Financial Chronicle, May 28, 1887, 681; Hill a n d
Pledger, Railroads of Florida, A-2, A-19.
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Savannah, Florida and Western. The Sanford and Lake Eustis
section of the Jacksonville, Tampa and Key West was operated by
the Plant System under lease until 1900, when it was absorbed
by the parent system. 33
The Plant group obtained other railroads during the depression of the 1890s. The fifteen-mile Winston and Bone Valley
passed under the dominance of the South Florida Railroad in
1894, and it was completely absorbed two years later. The Plant
System later lengthened this line to thirty miles. The Florida
Midland Railway, extending from Longwood to Kissimmee, was
made part of the Plant System in 1896, the same year that Plant
bought the St. Johns and Lake Eustis Railway. 34 These were
short lines, serving as feeders to the main system. A longer line,
the Sanford and St. Petersburg Railway, was leased by Plant in
1895, and was later absorbed. This road connected St. Petersburg
to the rest of Florida, but Plant was not interested in developing
that city as a competitor to Tampa and made no effort to improve
the bad service rendered by the railroad. 35
The Savannah, Florida and Western announced in January
1893, that it would guarantee the bonds of the Silver Springs,
Ocala and Gulf Railroad, which began to operate as part of the
Plant System, although the official merger did not occur until
1901. 36 The St. Cloud and Sugar Belt Railway, extending from
Dunnymeade to Kissimmee, was merged into Plant’s South Florida
Railroad in 1893. 37 Plant was also interested in the Tampa and
33.

34.

35.

36.
37.

Commercial and Financial Chronicle, March 10, 1888, 320; May 5,
1888, 573; August 24, 1889, 235; July 16, 1892, 101; July 23,
1892, 146; July 30, 1892, 177; April 15, 1893, 621; September 8,
1894, 470; January 26, 1895, 177; April 17, 1897, 754; September
3, 1898, 479; July 15, 1899, 132; Poor’s Manual of the Railroads
of the United States, 1889, 582; 1899, 416, 1417; Hill and
Pledger, Railroads of Florida, A20-A21.
Hill and Pledger, Railroads of Florida, A-8, A-28; Annual Report
of the Comptroller of the State of Florida, 1894 (Tallahassee, 1894),
59; (1896), 41; (1901), 65; Commercial and Financial Chronicle,
November 3, 1888, 531; September 14, 1895, 470; March 21, 1896,
548; August 29, 1896, 357; Poor’s Manual of the Railroads of the
United States, 1900, 383.
Miami Herald, September 28, 1952; Karl H. Grismer, History of
St. Petersburg (St. Petersburg, 1924), 45-50; Report of the Secretary
of State of the State of Florida, 1893-1894 (Tallahassee, 1893), 64;
Poor’s Manual of the Railroads of the United States, 1895, 200, 739;
1896, 883-84.
Commercial and Financial Chronicle, January 7, 1893, 43; Hill and
Pledger, Railroads of Florida, A-21.
Hill and Pledger, Railroads of Florida, A-22.
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Thonotossasa Railroad, a short line extending a distance of fifteen
miles northeast of Tampa. It was incorporated and constructed
in 1893. It was operated by the Plant System from the date of
completion, and was officially merged into the larger network in
1902. The company appeared to be more of a liability than an
asset, however. The Plant System presented evidence to the Florida Railroad Commission in 1899, showing that earnings averaged
twenty-two cents per passenger mile while expenses averaged
ninety-three cents per mile. 38
The Plant System was the most profitable transportation
network in Florida during the 1880s and 1890s. One reason
was its interest in freight development. Agents urged farmers to
plant earlier in order to get the best prices on the northern
market. Management officials sought the best methods for handling vegetables and other perishables so the products would arrive
in peak condition. 39 Modern equipment was used wherever
possible to speed shipment. Steel rails gradually replaced the iron
rails. Comfortable equipment was used on passenger cars, and
the dining cars, designed by George M. Pullman, provided excellent meals. The system was operated as a benefit to shippers and
passengers and the owners received a good profit. 40
The Savannah, Florida and Western Railway was hurt
financially by the freezes of 1894-1895 and by the depression
of the 1890s, but its sound financial condition enabled the company to survive and to grow when lesser lines failed. The company paid a two percent dividend in 1887, four percent in 1889,
two percent in 1891, three and one-half percent in 1893, six
percent in 1894, four percent in 1895, and two percent in
1896. 41 These were the worst depression years and only sound
management made such payments possible. Not every road in
the Plant System flourished, but they also seemed to enjoy earnings better than average.
Plant died in 1899, and was succeeded to the presidency of
the Plant Investment Company, the Savannah, Florida and
Western Railway, and several smaller companies by Robert G.
38. Ibid., A-26; Second Annual Report of the Railroad Commission of
the State of Florida, 1899 (Tallahassee, 1899), 21.
39. Jacksonville Florida Dispatch, January 21, 1884.
40. Ibid.
41. Commercial and Financial Chronicle, Investors’ Supplement, April
1899, 129.
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Erwin, his long-time associate. His only son, Morton F. Plant,
was elected vice-president of the Plant Investment Company and
president of some of the smaller companies. Other associates
retained their positions in the system. 42

42. Commercial and Financial Chronicle, July 8, 1899, 82.
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It was Plant’s desire to keep his property in trust until his
grandson, four years old in 1899, reached the age of twentyone. His will directed Robert Erwin, Morton F. Plant, Margaret
Plant, 43 George H. Tilley, and Lynde Harrison to administer the
estate until that time. Margaret Plant did not like this arrangement and brought suit to dissolve the trust created by the will.
After three years of litigation she was successful, and in 1902,
the Plant System’s railroads were sold to the Atlantic Coast Line
Railroad Company. The Plant Investment Company retained
control of hotels, real estate, and other property until it was
liquidated in the twentieth century. 44
The Plant System included more mileage, had a greater
valuation, and paid more taxes than any railroad network in
Florida in 1901, the last year of its existence. It included 1,196
miles of main track, was valued at $7,475,883, and paid a
total state, county, and school district tax of $132,770. The
next largest system, the Florida Central and Peninsular, already
a part of the Seaboard Air Line Railroad, had 689 miles of main
track. It was valued at $4,491,844 and paid a total tax of
$76,516. The Florida East Coast Railway consisted of 466
miles of main track, was valued at $2,719,144, and paid a tax
of $52,423. 45
Plant was Florida’s greatest nineteenth century railroad
developer. Other individuals spent more money and developed
more extensive areas of the state, but in the railroad field no one
surpassed Henry Bradley Plant.

Plant’s second wife. His first died in February 1861.
Commercial and Financial Chronicle, J u l y 8 , 1899, 8 2 ; Brown t o
Hanna, January 24, 1938, mss. collection, box 6, P. K. Yonge Library
of Florida History; New York Times, November 15, 1899; December
17, 1903.
45. Report of the Comptroller of the State of Florida, 1901 (Tallahassee,
1901), 65, 67-68.
43.
44.
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